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Constructing a New Orthodoxy? Wendt’s 
‘Social Theory of International Politics’ 
and the Constructivist Challenge  

Friedrich Kratochwil 

Assessing ‘progress’ in the scientific study of international politics faces several 
difficulties. There is initially the issue of the objects of study and how the subject 
matter shall be delineated. Subsequently, there is the issue of the criteria by which 
we can produce warranted knowledge. One position argues that true knowledge 
can only be gained by following a particular method. Popular since Descartes, this 
stance is nowadays best represented by the unity of science position whereby 
anything claiming to have scientific status has to follow a specified method. An 
alternative contention proposes that, first of all, ‘knowledge’ should not simply be 
identified with one mode of knowing, particularly since even within science there 
exist many different warrants that cannot be reduced to one criterion. 
 The story told so far treads on familiar ground in that the first problem is one of 
ontology, while the second deals with problems of epistemology and method. 
Consequently, two solutions seem to exist. We can now either privilege ontology 
and assume that the world discloses itself by affecting our senses and that, 
therefore, we have to come to some primitive or basic observational statements 
which ‘tell it like it is’. Alternatively, we can take the sceptic’s objection to the 
reliability of sense data seriously—after all the oar is not broken when immersed in 
water and optical theory clearly shows why this ‘misperception’ occurs—and 
doubt the primacy of sense perception and even of ontology. In such a case, we 
would rely on method as our only hope for providing the necessary warrants. 
 But whatever position we take, even this sketchy account suggests that matters 
are even more complicated since there are certain interaction effects between these 
two issues. Epistemological and ontological levels might not be that independent of 
each other, but are probably ‘tightly linked through the mediating lens of the 
linguistic/conceptual structure’ of the discourse in a field.1 
 These difficulties are further exacerbated when the objects of our theoretical 
inquiries are not the ‘things’ in the world, but when they are, as in the social 
sciences, characterised by recursivity. Social objects are not simply describable in 

                                                           
I gratefully acknowledge the help and criticisms of Rodney Hall, Oliver Kessler, and Jens Steffek who 
read earlier versions of this paper. 

1. See the interesting discussion along these lines in Derek Layder, ‘Beyond Empiricism? The Promise 
of Realism’, Philosophy of the Social Sciences 15, no. 3 (1985): 261. 
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terms of purely observational categories or measurement procedures. Rather their 
descriptions must make reference to the shared representations underlying the 
actions of actors that allow us to identify, for instance, the marks on a piece of 
paper as a ‘signature’. Different from an ‘autograph’, a signature might bind those 
having attached it to a document. If we could do with simple descriptions, then 
there could be no difference between some marks on a paper, an autograph, or a 
signature, since observationally all descriptions entail more or less the same 
movements and marks.  
 Most recently, these controversies have been revived in IR by the constructivist 
critique of logical positivism. But a similar challenge has been mounted by the 
rational choice approach which has become a major contender for bestowing the 
coveted warrant of ‘science’ to a piece of research. Constructivists can be found 
not only in the cultural sciences. Indeed, some of its most prominent exponents 
have been biologists (Humberto Maturana, Francisco Varela) who, in turn, 
influenced an entirely new system theory in sociology (Niklas Luhmann).2 
Nonetheless, there is more than an elective affinity between constructivists and 
those who have focused on ‘meaning’ in the past. Many constructivists have been 
influenced by ordinary language philosophy and speech act theory, even if such an 
orientation is not a necessary precondition for research in the constructivist mode. 
 Given these elective affinities it is, therefore, rather surprising that the recent 
magnum opus of a leading constructivist attempts to provide a new solution to the 
old dilemmas through some radical compromises.3 Alexander Wendt claims not 
only to be a scientific realist, i.e., he puts ontology first and method second, but he 
also espouses some form of the unity of science position despite his 
acknowledgement of the ontological differences between natural and social 
objects. While I think Wendt’s attempt is not as successful as claimed, there is no 
doubt in my mind that this is a work of outstanding scholarship. His work is far 
more comprehensive and sophisticated than most ‘theory’ discussions in IR that 
start with the usual three approaches and then either degenerate quickly into the 
counting of hands (on the one hand, on the other hand), or privilege one approach, 
such as ‘realism’, to continue with a demonstration of how much (or little) of the 
‘variance’ the other approaches are able to explain. Wendt’s avoids such gambits 
and engages his critics and intellectual friends at a much more principled level of 
social theory and philosophy of science. 
 It is, therefore, quite instructive to take on Wendt on this principled level and see 
why and how his attempt of steering a middle course between the major existing 
schools of thought runs into heavy weather despite his tranquil exposition of the 
explosive issues involved. In a way, I am more worried that instead of remaining a 

                                                           
2. See Humberto R. Maturana and Fransisco J. Varela, The Tree of Knowledge: The Biological Roots 

of Human Understanding (London: Shambhala Publishers, 1992) and Niklas Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 
(Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1984), and Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, 2 vols. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 
1998). 

3. Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999). 
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provocative and fruitful new departure, true to its constructivist premises, the 
‘reasonable middle ground’ that emerges from Wendt’s engagement with 
unreconstituted Waltzian realists, with the somewhat disoriented political scientists 
of the mainstream, and with rational choice believers, might actually succeed in 
becoming the new orthodoxy. Precisely because I think that Wendt has done a 
yeoman’s job in sensitising us to the complexities in building better social theories, 
it is important to call into question some of his conclusions, and reopen some 
controversies which have been papered over.  
 We all profess to like debate and controversy, relying in due course on John 
Stuart Mill and Karl Popper, who extolled the necessity and virtue of debates for 
the growth of knowledge.4 But as even the example of the latter shows, we do not 
always practice what we preach.5 Despite our alleged love for debates, we seem to 
like the quiet of certitude even more and prefer the monologue of instruction rather 
than the arduous give-and-take of serious engagements with those who disturb our 
self-assuredness. After all, mathematicians do not argue, they demonstrate! 
 The conception of science as a set of ‘true’, a-temporal, and universal statements 
clashes with the notion of science as a praxis, in which all insights are preliminary 
and debates about the meaning of ‘tests’ and the allocation of the burdens of proof, 
rather than demonstration, are the important elements. We feel understandably 
uneasy with the jurisdictional metaphor, considering ‘truth’ as the result of certain 
procedures, and abandoning the foundational idea that ‘truth’ is a property of the 
‘world’. 
 In this context, I shall argue that because Wendt’s Social Theory is based on a 
particular version of ‘scientific realism’, it relies on some problematic 
foundationalist notions (although he protests this several times). I suggest that the 
‘representational’ dimension of such foundational theories is convincing only on 
the basis of rather unreflected conventional wisdom and experience. Here, 
metaphors become exceedingly important, but also misleading. We feel that there 
has to be some foundation on which the edifice of science is erected. Only then are 
we able to square the preliminary character of our knowledge with the 
representational theory of truth by simply depicting it as ‘coming closer to’ the line 
which once and for all determines facticity. Below, I shall argue that these spatial 
metaphors are misleading and that some other ways of thinking about ‘progress’ in 
science might be more helpful. I suggest that the image of a crossword puzzle or of 
playing Scrabble provides a better analogy to science as a practice than the idea of 
erecting a house on some ‘rock bottom’ (materialist, of course, given the current 
fashion!). On the basis of this argument, I then explore the notion of science as an 
argument in which coherence and various strategies of shifting the burden of proof 

                                                           
4. See John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. David Spitz (New York: Norton, 1975); Karl Popper, The 

Myth of the Framework, ed. Mark A. Notturno (London: Routledge, 1994). 
5. Popper did not mince words when he and his opponents disagreed and he did seldom ‘learn’ from 

his enemies who had refuted some of his tenets. See the useful discussion of Paul Diesing, How Social 
Science Works (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991), chap. 2.  
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are taken as criteria for leading to both legitimate and final determinations, even 
though both criteria can seldom be satisfied together.6 
 The argument proceeds as follows: I provide an overview of Wendt’s Social 
Theory, followed by some criticisms that are largely internal to Wendt’s argument 
and concern clarifications or the repair of inconsistencies. In the subsequent 
section, I address the question of what can be learned from Wendt’s truly 
impressive attempt as well as from its shortcomings: where might we look for 
further enlightenment when no secure foundations in the ‘observables’ or in some 
a priori method can be discovered? While I obviously cannot provide some firm 
resting place which ends all debates by pointing to ‘God’s’ view of the world—
precisely because such a view ‘from nowhere’,7 is not available to us—I address 
the allegation of ‘relativism’ that such a negation entails and the anxieties it 
engenders. In the absence of firm foundations it is not true that ‘anything goes’ nor 
that this ‘anti-anti-relativism’ entails, as the result of this double negative, the proof 
of the primacy of ontology upon which everything else must be founded. 

Wendt’s Social Theory  

For Wendt, the problem of a theory of IR entails substantive ‘first order’ questions, 
but also ‘second order’ problems of social theory. To that extent, Wendt is well 
aware of the interdependence of the two issues above. Indeed, Wendt claims that 
IR theory would not only greatly benefit from systematically raising such second 
order issues, but also that such a mode of inquiry would result in a considerably 
deeper social picture of the international arena. In using Kenneth Waltz’s structural 
theory as a foil, Wendt argues that there is not one single logic of anarchy but 
rather several, depending on the nature of the actors who populate the international 
system, i.e., whether they approach the Hobbesian, Lockean, or Kantian ideal-
types. Instead of the usual threefold division of theories in IR texts, Wendt’s 
trichotomy is not introduced ad hoc by looking around what is available, but 
instead is carefully derived from some theoretical concepts, i.e., from roles by 
which states represent themselves and each other.8 
 This time around Wendt has resisted deducing his argument of ‘anarchy is what 
the states make of it’ from a hypothetical situation of a ‘first encounter’ between 
some space aliens and humans.9 In Wendt’s previous work the assumption of a 
common signalling system allowed for the non-violent resolution of the rather 
scary situation. These predispositions or external factors served not only as the 

                                                           
6. I am partially influenced here by Laurence BonJour, The Structure of Empirical Knowledge 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985). 
7. See Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
8. Wendt, Social Theory, chap. 4. 
9. For Wendt’s construal of a first encounter with extraterrestrials, see his ‘Anarchy is What States 

Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics’, International Organization 46, no. 2 (1992): 
391-425; for a principled critique of this position, see Maja Zehfuss, ‘Sprachlosigkeit schränkt ein’, 
Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen 5 (1998): 103-37.  
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means by which people made sense out of their choice situation, but also suggested 
that factors remaining external to the theory did most of the explaining.  

The Role of Ideas 

Wendt’s present innovation consists in the explicit inclusion of a common system 
of meanings (culture) and a more stringent derivation of interests from both 
conceptions of the self and the identification with others. Such moves allow him to 
dismiss some traditional red herrings, such as the dichotomy of explanation by 
‘material interests’ as opposed to ‘ideas’. Insofar as power and interest are 
constituted by ideas, Wendt renders ineffective the tactic of neoliberals, rational 
choicers, and realists alike of treating power and interests, even institutions, ‘as 
idea-free base-lines against which the role of ideas is judged’.10 He maintains 

what makes a theory materialist is that it accounts for the effects of power, 
interests, or institutions by reference to brute material forces—things which 
exist and have certain causal powers independent of ideas, like human nature, 
physical environment, and, perhaps, technological artefacts. The constitutive 
debate between materialists and idealists is not about the relative contribution 
of ideas versus power and interest to social life. The debate is about the 
relative contribution of brute material forces to power and interest 
explanations. Materialists cannot claim power and interest as their variables; it 
all depends on how the latter are constituted.11 

 This argument disposes quickly of the sterile debate about the ‘role of ideas’ that 
has been limping along in IR circles. It also clearly puts Wendt, in terms of the 
predominant taxonomy, in the ‘idealist’ camp. Wendt is careful not to be identified 
with a ‘radical’ form of idealism that claims it is only ideas that count (‘turtles all 
the way down’), but embraces some ‘rump materialism’.12 Although this 
commitment is allegedly ‘rooted in scientific realism’s naturalistic approach to 
society’, Wendt has to admit that this ‘rump’ does not do much of the explaining,13 
thus explicitly alerting us to the dangers of conflating the ‘objective’ with the 
‘material’.14 In this context, ‘emergence’ or ‘supervenience’—taken up later in the 
book—play a crucial role. Wendt’s warnings could not be clearer: 

When Neorealists offer multipolarity as an explanation for war, inquire into 
the discursive conditions that constitute the poles as enemies rather than 
friends. When Liberals offer economic interdependence as an explanation for 
peace, inquire into the discursive conditions that constitute states with 

                                                           
10. Wendt, Social Theory, 94. 
11. Ibid., 94. 
12. Ibid., chap. 3. 
13. Ibid., 136. 
14. Ibid., 95. 
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identities that care about free trade and economic growth. When Marxists offer 
capitalism as an explanation for state forms, inquire into the discursive 
conditions that constitute capitalist relations of production...Enmity, 
interdependence, and capitalism are to a large extent cultural forms and to that 
extent materialist explanations that presuppose those forms will be vulnerable 
to...idealist critique.15 

 In short, as in the case of language—which is only possible when individuals are 
capable of making some noises for which moving one’s tongue is causal—there is 
not much that can be learned from such a study of causality. If we are interested in 
communication, we had better get involved in the deciphering of the structure of 
language and of the meanings that are connected with certain utterances. As a 
matter of fact, not much remains of ‘rump materialism’ (making some noises) 
when we realise that we can communicate even without such ‘noises’, as reading 
and writing demonstrates. Although we might need some material marks on a 
paper, these preconditions are again different from the formerly mentioned causes. 
This argument, in turn, suggests that neither of them can be the necessary or 
sufficient cause and, therefore the true ‘fundament’ for communication. 
 The last issue raises two further important problems for social theory. First, 
whether all explanations have to be causal in nature, as the unity of science 
position seems to suggest. Second, how are we to conceptualise the common 
understandings that are part of the idealist explanation. Given the commitment to 
methodological individualism, it seems that this common knowledge among actors 
has to be the aggregate of the ideas individuals have. To that extent, any hope for a 
holistic social theory that also wants to be based on some notion of scientific 
realism seems to be illusionary.  
 In an analysis of great subtlety and persuasiveness, Wendt’s answer to the first 
question is not that causal accounts are privileged because they represent the true 
‘scientific’ form. Yet, he does not endorse the notion that non-causal accounts are 
the proper way of analysing social phenomena either, as adherents of the autonomy 
of the cultural sciences claim. Instead, he shows that in both the natural and the 
social sciences, at least two different types of questions and of explanations are 
used: there are ‘causal’ statements that answer ‘why’ questions. And there are 
‘what’ and ‘how possible’ questions that are inquiries into the constitution of 
things. The latter takes a different form than explaining the occurrence of an event 
by its efficient (antecedent) causes. In causal accounts both cause and effect have 
to be independent of each other while in the case of a constitutive relationship no 
such independence is implied.  
 The request in constitutive explanations is rather for explicating the structures 
that constitute the phenomenon in the first place (e.g., ‘what is sovereignty’, not 
what ‘causes’ it). Wendt shows that some of the most important explanations in the 
natural sciences, such as the kinetic theory of heat, or the double helix model of 

                                                           
15. Ibid., 135. 
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DNA, fall into the constitutive category. Since both questions are logically 
irreducible to each other (despite some conceptual links), and since both are 
occasioned by different interests that cut across the nature/culture divide, neither 
can be automatically privileged. 
 Such a view also quickly disposes of the problem that any explanation has to 
satisfy the subsumption model familiar from Carl Hempel and Popper. For them 
the conjunction of the initial conditions of universal laws leads to a singular 
hypothetetical statement (prediction) that is derived via a logical inference. 
Because of the logical equivalence of prediction and explanation in this model, 
singular statements could be used to falsify the universality of ‘laws’ by means of 
the modus tollens.16 Wendt acknowledges the problematic nature of this position 
popularised by logical positivism. He sides with those who accept ‘theories’ in 
which explanations do not exhibit the logical equivalence of prediction and 
explanation (the theory of evolution is the best example). Furthermore, he points 
out in true ‘scientific realist’ fashion that the identification of a causal mechanism, 
rather than the logical subsumption, does the explaining in any case.17  
 Taking the democratic peace argument as a foil, Wendt suggests 

subsumption under a law is not really explanation at all, in the sense of 
answering why something occurred, but simply a way of saying that it is an 
instance of a regularity. In what sense have we explained peace between the 
US and Canada by subsuming it under the generalization that ‘democracies do 
not fight each other’? When, what we really want to know is why democracies 
do not fight each other, to answer that question in terms of still higher order 
laws merely pushes the question one step back. The general problem here is 
failing to distinguish the grounds for expecting an event to occur (being an 
instance of regularity) with explaining why it occurs. Causation is a relation in 
nature, not in logic.18 

 Clearly, this outlined position is very critical of the traditional unity of science 
position, endorsed by most ‘mainstream’ approaches to IR. But most ‘theoretical’ 
debates in the field are seldom aware of the complexity of these problems. Political 
scientists happily take parts and pieces from Popper and Hempel, fit some Thomas 
Kuhn with it, enhance it by some elements of Imre Lakatos, add perhaps a little 
Milton Friedman, (the ‘as if’ character of basic assumptions is here truly a 
favourite) while holding on to the idea of testing against reality which is entirely 
incompatible with any of these elements. To his credit, instead of proceeding in 

                                                           
16. If p, then not q, q therefore not p; whereby p represents the alleged universal law and q the singular 

hypothetical statement. 
17. For an argument for social mechanisms instead of covering laws, see Jon Elster, Nuts and Bolts for 

the Social Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). For a more recent discussion, see 
the anthology assembled by Peter Hedström and Richard Swedberg, eds., Social Mechanisms 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  

18. Wendt, Social Theory, 81. 
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this fashion, Wendt provides a controversial, but independently articulated 
alternative that is sensitive to these differences.  
 Equally controversial to many will be Wendt’s answer to the second question 
above: how to conceptualise the beliefs that give meaning to our actions and allow 
us to engage in cooperative ventures, limit conflicts, justify claims, and make 
demands on each other. Most members of our cohort decisively opt for the 
individualist notion that such ‘common knowledge’ has to be explained by 
aggregating the individually held beliefs. But this procedure poses the further 
problem of how these beliefs ‘got in there’, i.e., the heads of the actors and why 
these beliefs happen to coincide.  
 Furthermore, issues of selection and of socialisation make, in turn, a discussion 
of social structure and of the interdependence of agency and structure necessary. 
Thus, Wendt’s exchange with Waltz is more than a rhetorical ploy. The aspiration 
to provide some final answer (‘theory is’..., ‘a system is’...) is common to both 
theories.19 Wendt claims that his theory is clearly the wider one; his approach is 
systemic, cognitive, and interactionist, instead of structural, materialist, and static. 
Wendt’s approach also allows for a more comprehensive analysis of change 
instead of reducing IR to the alternatives of hierarchy versus anarchy, or to 
positional changes within the system. Such an alternative necessitates fundamental 
changes in the analytical instruments, in the selection of criteria of reductionism, 
and in the evaluation of interaction as an important theoretical concern. I can focus 
here only on a few of themes which seem to me the most important and innovative. 

Individualism versus Holism 

Let me start with the debate on individualism and holism in social science. It is 
here that Wendt provides some interesting evidence that ‘culture’ is indeed 
something different than the individualist notion of common knowledge in game 
theory. The nature of common knowledge has already inspired a remarkable set of 
exchanges in the German Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen between 
adherents of rational choice and constructivism.20 But that exchange emphasised 
the distinction between strategic and communicative rationality and the (im-) 
possibility of reducing the latter to the former. In Social Theory the issue of 
individualism versus holism provides the background and organising axis for 

                                                           
19. Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Addison Wesley, 1979). 
20. See the debate between Harald Müller, Gerald Schneider, Otto Keck and Rainer Schmalz-Bruns. 

Harald Müller, ‘Internationale Beziehungenals kommunikatives Handeln: Zur Kritik der utilitaristischen 
Handlungstheorien’, Zeitschrift für Internatioanle Beziehungen 1, no. 1 (1994): 15-44; Gerald 
Schneider, ‘Rational Choice und kommunikatives Handeln: Eine Replik auf Harald Müller’, Zeitschrift 
für Internationale Beziehungen l, no. 2 (1994): 357-66; Otto Keck, ‘Rationales Komunikatives Handeln 
in den Internationalen Beziehungen. Ist Eine Verbindung von Rational Choice Theorie und Habermas´s 
Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns Möglich?’, Zeitschrift für internationale Beziehungen 2, no. l 
(1995): 5-48; and Rainer Schmalz-Bruns, ‘Die Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns—eine 
Flaschenpost? Anmerkungen zur Jüngsten Theoriedebatte in den Internationalen Beziehungen’, 
Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen 2, no. 2 (1995): 347-70. 
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Wendt’s treatment. Thus, his discussion is ultimately devoted to the demonstration 
of the importance of social structures which are systemic but cultural rather than 
materialist. These structures link micro-level and macro-level through both 
constitutive and causal effects that can be observed in actual interactions. Wendt 
distinguishes in this context between (minimal) social situations, in which 
interaction takes place without mediation by common knowledge, and those where 
common knowledge shapes such interactions.  
 The term ‘social action’ is used by Wendt in the traditional sense in that an 
action is viewed from the actor’s perspective and possesses a strategic dimension, 
i.e., the interacting ‘other’ is taken into account. Thus, to take Wendt’s example, 
when the Aztecs and Spaniards in 1519 encountered each other, they both 
possessed some knowledge of how to treat the other, which informed their actions. 
The Aztecs probably ‘mistook’ the Spaniards as gods whose arrival had been 
prophesised, while the Spaniards dealt with them as ‘savages’. As in the ‘original 
encounter’ it would have been surprising if such a meeting could have evolved 
without degeneration. While the interaction between these two parties was ‘social’, 
it was neither informed by ‘common knowledge’ nor by shared meanings (culture). 
Only the latter provides the taken-for-granted knowledge of, for instance, modern 
international politics that frame interactions in the state system. Thus, what a 
‘state’ is has to be ‘known’, and actors have to understand the implications of 
‘sovereignty’ for their practices. Indeed, 

compared to the situation facing Cortez and Montezuma, this represents a 
substantial accretion of culture at the systemic level, without an understanding 
of which neither statesmen nor neorealists would be able to explain why 
modern states and state systems behave as they do.21 

 These puzzles suggest that collective representations are something different 
from the common knowledge of game theory. Wendt argues that the relationship 
between the collective structures of meaning and individual beliefs is one of 
‘supervenience and multiple realizability’.22 To that extent ‘culture’, as the 
shorthand for collective representations cannot exist or have effects apart from the 
beliefs of individual actors, but is not reducible to them. As in the case of language, 
it exists only insofar as it is used by individual speakers but cannot be 
conceptualised as the ‘private’ possession of each speaker. Drawing on Emile 
Durkheim, Philip Pettit, and Margaret Gilbert, Wendt argues: 

Structures of collective knowledge depend on actors believing something that 
induces them to engage in practices that reproduce those structures; to suggest 
otherwise would be to reify culture, to separate it from knowledgeable 
practices through which it is produced and reproduced. On the other hand the 
effects of collective knowledge are not reducible to individual’s 

                                                           
21. Wendt, Social Theory, 158. 
22. Ibid., 162. 
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beliefs...Indeed, as Margaret Gilbert points out, we can ascribe beliefs to a 
group that are not held personally by any of its members, as long as members 
accept the legitimacy of the group’s decision and the obligation to act in 
accordance with its results.23 

 The latter point is of particular importance as it explains Wendt’s often criticised 
state centrism.24 It is not that Wendt does not ‘see’ other actors populating the 
international arena, or that he wants to deny their influence. Instead he is interested 
in the reproduction of the state system and, therefore, states and their constitution 
have to be at the centre of his attention. If one wants to criticise Wendt here, one 
has to do this via his conception of politics as it is ‘protection’ that defines the 
state’s ‘essence’. Thus, it is not a neutral conception of politics as, for instance, the 
formal definition of making collective choices, or of representation, or as an even 
more substantive notion such as the Aristotelian good life. Wendt’s definition 
comes rather close to the Hobbesian (and perhaps impoverished) notion of politics, 
which holds that no other social relations are possible unless they are ‘compatible 
with the “forces” and especially the “relations of destruction”’.25 
 Without organisation and social cooperation, however, the ‘forces of destruction’ 
cannot even be conceptualised, since war is, after all a social phenomenon that 
presupposes groups and politics. Consequently, it cannot serve as the foundation of 
all politics even if force plays an extremely important role. Thus, ‘the war of all 
against all’ which supposedly lies at the ‘bottom’ of the social contract is an 
impossible construction, both historically (as Hobbes was well aware)26 and 
logically. It is surprising to see how easily Wendt falls into the Hobbesian trap.27 
This understanding of politics unites him with the (neo)realists but it does not 
make much sense if one espouses a constructivist approach. Let me be clear about 
this: the reason is not that constructivists believe in the inherent goodness of man 
or have peace as a political project, as opposed to realism’s preoccupation with 
security and defence. The reason is rather that there are no simple givens for 
constructivists, such as ‘structures’ or ‘forces’ that are not again results of 
particular actions and ‘constructions’ that require further explanations.  
 Similarly, Wendt’s attribution of intentions, desires, and beliefs to ‘states’ might 
seem like strange anthropomorphism, but it is not much stranger than the everyday 
acceptance of corporate personality. In that case too, we make important 
distinctions between shareholder rights and the rights of the corporate entity itself, 
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and we assert their irreducibility.28 We may not be convinced by Wendt’s neo-
Weberian emphasis on centralisation of the coercive means as the state’s essence. 
The story of the growth of nationalism and popular legitimacy are at least as 
important here. Yet, Wendt is certainly correct by following Weber: 

individual actions have to be oriented toward the corporate idea does not mean 
that everyone in the group must have this idea in their heads [sic]...What 
matters is that individuals accept the obligation to act jointly on behalf of 
collective beliefs, whether or not they subscribe to them personally.29 

A New Systemic Theory? 

All this sets then the stage for Wendt’s new systemic theory and his take on the 
agent/structure debate. Wendt cannot subscribe to a systemic theory recognising 
only capabilities and systematically neglecting interactions. As he suggests:  

The debate is not between systemic theories that focus on structure and 
reductionist theories that focus on agents, but between different theories of 
system structure and how structures relate to agents.30  

He therefore not only abandons Waltz’s unhelpful conceptual grid, but takes issue 
with the entire account of structures reproducing themselves across times. Without 
going into Wendt’s detailed (but rather meekly voiced) criticism of Waltz, it is 
important to note that he clearly opts for an explanation of ‘sameness’ in terms of 
cognitive structures.  
 Furthermore, he argues contra Waltz that social structures not only affect 
‘behaviour’ but the actors’ very identities. In short, social structures have not only 
behavioural effects, but also ‘property effects’. Furthermore, these effects cannot 
be reduced to simple causally efficient influences. The latter presuppose 
independence between the entities concerned, but ‘property effects’ obviate such 
independence. To that extent, any ‘theory’ based on radical individualism cuts 
itself off from analysing this constitutive influence of ideas as they affect 
properties. It also automatically reduces the agent/structure problem to one of co-
determination or interaction, rather than one of mutual constitution and conceptual 
dependence.  
 Wendt wishes to steer clear of the Scylla of postulating some mysterious ‘group 
mind’, and the Charybdis position of pure methodological individualism, in which 
any idea can only be a ‘subjective’ representation. Thus, Wendt introduces George 
Mead’s distinction between ‘I’ and ‘Me’, and between individuality per se and the 
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terms of individuality. The latter term (Me, or the ‘terms of individuality’) refers to 
those properties of an agent’s constitution that are intrinsically dependent upon 
culture. The ‘I’, or the ‘individuality per se’, designates an agent’s sense of the 
‘self’ as a distinct locus of thought, choice and activity.31  
 Wendt then distinguishes between four types of identity, a move that is 
somewhat problematic, since he tries to graft his ideas to the scheme of Jim 
Fearon. The first, the personal or corporate identity, seems to correspond to the ‘I’ 
in the above discussion, the second involves a ‘type identity’ which seems based 
sometimes on nothing more than a classificatory rules, such as age. Third, ‘role 
identities’, which ‘are not based on intrinsic properties and as such exist only in 
relation to others’.32 And finally, the ‘collective identity’ in which the boundary 
between self and other is blurred through identification, i.e., the self is categorised 
as ‘other’. Collective identification is never total, as otherwise the extinction of the 
‘self’ would result and there are apparently powerful psychological mechanisms at 
work that prevent total identifications. Nevertheless, to view, for example an attack 
on a ‘friend’ as an attack on oneself is one of the basic facts of international life on 
which even the famous ‘inherent’ right to ‘collective self-defence’ [sic] is 
founded.33 
 With these conceptual instruments in place, Wendt can attack the core of 
neorealism’s main tenet: the ‘logic’ of anarchy. He argues that three distinct macro 
level structures develop out of the permissive environment of anarchy, depending 
on how ‘others’ are conceptualised. These structures could be called in accordance 
with their most prominent theorists: a Hobbesian, Lockean, or Kantian system of 
anarchy. Wendt’s interesting next step is then to free the notion of ‘culture’ from 
too close an identification with the internalisation of norms, a mistake commonly 
made. Thus, the Hobbesian world is believed to be one in which norms are 
followed because they are ‘guaranteed’ by a credible enforcer. If norms are better 
internalised, as is traditionally mantained, they give rise to a Lockean system. Here 
‘rivalry’ and ‘cost-calculations’ channel conflicts. Finally Wendt suggests the 
Kantian perspective represents the deepest level of internalisation; no longer are 
force or price calculations determinative, but the legitimacy of the norms represent 
the dominant motive.  
 This conceptualisation, however, leads to the conflation of two distinct 
problems: that of the existence of norms and their internalisation on one hand, and 
that of ‘political order’ or the possibility of inducing large-scale cooperation on the 
other. For Wendt, the existence of a stable Hobbesian culture in certain periods 
seems to indicate that certain norms and expectations have been thoroughly 
internalised without opening a path towards greater cooperation. Such a 
‘stickiness’ depends also on a process and the ‘lock-in’ of certain assumptions 
about the relationship of self and other. If more and more members of a system 
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represent each other as enemies, there comes a point at which these representations 
define ‘reality’:  

At this point actors start to think of enmity as a property of the system rather 
than just of individual actors and so feel compelled to represent all Others as 
enemies simply because they are part of the system. In this way, the particular 
Other becomes Mead’s ‘generalized Other’, a structure of collective beliefs 
and expectations that persists through time even as individual actors come and 
go and into the logic of which actors are socialized.34  

 Consequently, Wendt holds that change at the macro level requires above all a 
redefinition of the posture of the self to the other, in particular with respect to force 
as a strategy of pursuing one’s goals.35 Thus, violence among ‘rivals’ is self-
limiting as total wars are prevented by the accepted right of the ‘other’ to exist. To 
the extent that the right to life and liberty are non-controversial, conflicts are 
largely limited to ‘property’ issues. Finally, in a Kantian world the threat of force 
has receded and the presumption of non-violence dispute-settlement in such a 
‘security community’ is the dominant maxim.  
 This thesis leads to two surprising results: first, the logics of anarchy are not 
dependent upon how deeply a culture is internalised: 

Hobbesian logics can be generated by deeply shared ideas and Kantian logics 
by only weakly shared ones. Each logic is multiply realisable: the same effect 
can be reached through different causes.36  

Second, 

Realist pessimism notwithstanding, it is easier to escape a Hobbesian world, 
whose culture matters relatively little, and harder to create a Kantian one based 
on deeply shared beliefs. It is Realists who should think that cultural change is 
easy, not constructivists, because the more deeply shared ideas are—the more 
they matter.37 

 With this Wendt has provided some strong arguments for the ideational notion of 
social structures, and for the thesis that these structures are instantiated by the roles 
and representations of self and other. Wendt clearly considers the Lockean version 
of international politics as the most apt description since the Westphalian 
settlement. He also interprets the subsequent low death rate of states as a 
persuasive proof that cultural, not natural, selection, advanced by imitation and 
learning, provides the best analogy for the exploration of systemic change. Cultural 

                                                           
34. Wendt, Social Theory, 264. 
35. Ibid., 258. 
36. Ibid., 254. 
37. Ibid., 255. 

 by guest on August 26, 2011mil.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://mil.sagepub.com/


Millennium 

 86

selection occurs through changes in the mechanism of ‘reflected appraisal’ rather 
than through (re)distribution of capabilities. Since he has argued that 
fundamentally different systems emerge depending upon whether the actors 
conceive of each other as enemies, competitors, or friends, his last chapter is 
devoted to the investigation of how the actors ‘learn to see themselves as a 
reflection of how they are appraised by significant Others’.38 The self still has to 
take, reject, or modify the identity which the others have ‘cast’ for it, but his 
interactionism leads Wendt to identify the representational practices of others—
rather than the actual choice of an identity by the actor—as the important puzzle. 
Wendt realises of course that in determining the options powerful states will have 
significantly more influence than weaker ones. Nevertheless, he is (strangely) 
uninterested in both problems, i.e., in how powerful states influence the menu of 
available choices and in the ‘final choice’.  
 Since ‘we are—or become—what we do’, Wendt reverts to a general discussion 
of ‘collective identity formation’ and to the master variables that govern that 
process (interdependence, common fate, homogeneity, and self-restraint). The first 
three are termed ‘efficient causes’, the last a ‘permissive cause’. Under conditions 
of interdependence the incentives for co-operation—in the sense of making for 
extended identifications—are checked by fears of exploitation. The situation of 
‘common fate’ depends on the perception that the survival or welfare ‘depends on 
what happens to the group’.39 While this might seem like a strong identification, 
Wendt argues that common fate perceptions (usually provided by an ‘external 
threat’) have not prevented states from not cooperating because of the fear of 
exploitation.40 One might ask then what purchase ‘identifications’ have. 
 The last of the efficient causes is ‘homogeneity’, or likeness. Categorising others 
as being similar to oneself does not necessarily lead to ‘identification’. But Wendt 
claims that homogeneity reduces conflict that otherwise could arise out of 
differences in corporate and type identity. In short, recognising that someone is like 
us is an inducement to treating him alike.41 Finally, self-restraint, i.e., knowledge 
that the other is unlikely to resort to force, engenders ‘trust’. In choosing the 
assurance the citizens of the Bahamas have concerning a US invasion, Wendt 
elaborates: 

When Bahamian foreign policy makers wake up each morning, they know that 
the United States is not going to conquer them, not because they think the US 
will be deterred by superior power, not because they think that on that day the 
US will calculate that violating the norms of sovereignty is not in its self-
interest, but because they know that the US will restrain itself. Like all 
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knowledge this belief is not 100 percent certain, but it is reliable enough that 
we would think it irrational for the Bahamanians to act on any other basis.42 

There is certainly something to this stress on ‘routines’ and ‘discipline’ in social 
life. But whether or not this example can carry the weight placed upon it depends 
on the assessment of the theory as a whole. It is to this problem that I want to turn 
in the next section. 

Clarifications, Criticisms, and Disagreements 

A work of such scope and complexity is likely to engender a series of questions 
that arise from ambiguities in the argument, or out of mistakes in logic or fact. One 
prime candidate for theoretical elaboration or correction is Wendt’s assertion 
concerning the respective advantages of rationalist and constructivist models. 
Wendt argues (correctly) that the former are useful for analysing decisions in 
which interests and identity are stable, while the latter are more appropriate for 
longer term-change. There is a certain plausibility to this argument, but the 
juxtaposed ‘lesson’ does not follow, that is, that ‘rationalism is for today and 
tomorrow and constructivism for the longue durée’.43  
 First of all, anyone familiar with Fernand Braudel’s work will realise that the 
longue durée is the domain for structural explanations precisely because identities 
and interests do not matter because they ‘wash out’ over long periods. Someone 
who changes the priorities has to show why his version of the longue durée should 
be accepted. Second, the reader who has just worked through a rather demanding 
text of some 300-plus pages which emphasises process over structure, and actors 
and their ideas over material factors, and who also remembers the unravelling of 
the former Soviet Bloc within a few years, might question Wendt’s judgement. 
Since rationalist models—through their simplifying assumptions concerning 
interests and identities—can be shown to be a special case of constructivist models, 
their relationship is not one that can be described in terms of their fitness for short 
versus long-term types of analysis. Rather the problem consists in deciding 
whether by the introduction of simplifying assumptions, problems of interest-
formation, roles, and identities can be neglected in a concrete case.  
 Further, such an assessment will have to go beyond traditional risk-analysis 
since, by definition, new identities and interests change the type of actor and, thus, 
also the ‘known’ universe on which the frequency distributions and probabilities 
relied. What makes such events as the French Revolution or even the Cuban 
Missile crisis so frightening is that the ‘roles’ used as yardsticks for assessing 
actions are no longer valid. This brief discussion alone suggests that the 
conceptualisation of long versus short run is seriously misleading and does not do 
justice to the problems involved. 
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 Similarly, Wendt’s ‘proof’ that despite significant differences between natural 
kinds and social kinds, the same methods are applicable to each is less than 
convincing, particularly since it is based on a simple non sequitur. After explicitly 
acknowledging the reflexivity of social life, i.e., that actors can come to understand 
themselves as the authors of their structures and thus transcend the subject/object 
distinction, Wendt admits that social scientific theories alone have the potential to 
become part of the ‘world’. Consequently, ‘such transformations violate the causal 
theory of reference, since reality is being caused by theory rather than vice versa’.44 
After one further sentence, Wendt presents his conclusion: ‘In sum, the ontology of 
social life is consistent with scientific realism’.45 This conclusion, however, does 
not follow; having postulated the primacy of ontology, having furthermore 
acknowledged the important difference between natural and social kinds, the 
surprising conclusion is that none of all this matters!  
 Now let us examine the Bahamian example more closely. Despite its intuitive 
appeal it seems that too much is claimed. After all, given the absence of a concrete 
conflict of interest, even hardened realists would not claim that an attack has to 
follow necessarily from structural givens.46 The ‘indifference’ that arises out of 
isolation is for Rousseau the nostrum that minimises violence in the state of nature, 
even if the actors’ motivation is no longer that of the amour de soi but of the 
amour propre. Wendt is certainly right in holding that many decisions (or rather 
non-decisions) do not result from explicit cost/benefit analyses. But in order to 
show the ‘mechanisms’ at work here, one needs something like ‘hidden faces of 
power’ or the ‘disciplinary’ understandings of Michel Foucault, in which the limits 
of sense are not neutral description of the things, but are recognised as being part 
of a disciplinary program according to which actors fashion themselves. Similarly, 
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ might be illuminating.  
 This is (I hope) not a criticism of the kind ‘why did you not write the book I 
wanted you to write’. Rather it raises the more principled question of whether 
problems of political practice can be reduced to questions of ‘reflective appraisal’, 
altercasting, or identification, or whether an interactionist perspective might not be 
too narrow. After all, many of practices and habits are formed in which the 
processes Wendt relies upon do not seem to be involved. A lot of what goes on in 
‘moral training’ relies on examples and the demonstration of how simple rules 
provide short-cuts for resolving otherwise potentially interminable ‘internal’ 
discussions of what one should do. 

Wendt (Re)discovers Scientific Realism 

I have already mentioned in passing that Wendt’s interactionist perspective seems 
to neglect the ‘final choice’ of why and how an actor takes the role he or she is cast 
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in. In the discussion above, the factors internal to the actor remained obscure as 
role and expectations were emphasised. Now I want to add a more principled 
criticism of the neglect of language’s role in social life. This omission has various 
implications ranging from simple anomalies and blind spots to methodological 
commitments strangely at odds with constructivism.  
 Obviously, the last remark flags something more than mere criticism which 
might even fall into the category of deep-seated and irresolvable disagreements. 
Let me be clear that this criticism is not part of some contest who is the ‘better’ or 
‘truer’ constructivist, in which self designations and quotes from others (‘he or she 
also says x and he or she is a constructivist’) are persuasive. Important theoretical 
and metatheoretical problems are at stake. The issue is not whether somebody says 
or believes she or he is a constructivist, but whether or not such a (self)-
identification makes sense in view of some of the tenets defining constructivism. 
 In this context Wendt’s commitment to, and version of, ‘scientific realism’ can 
be questioned on two counts. First, whether his rendition of this perspective is 
indeed appropriate and second, whether his version of ‘realism’ is compatible with 
constructivism as a metatheoretical orientation. Given the rather different 
emphases among scientific realists concerning methodological and ontological 
issues, one can indeed doubt whether ‘realism’ is a well-defined philosophy that 
can serve as a foundation and carry the weight Wendt places upon it.47 Moreover, 
the virtually complete neglect of the social component of scientific realism, most 
notably in the work of Roy Bashkar, on which Wendt often relies, is especially 
surprising. Bashkar emphasises ‘science’ as a communal practice rather than as a 
simple finding and ‘testing’ of theories. My point is not simply that this common 
sense view of realism, and of testing against reality, is naïve. Neither Wendt nor 
the scientific realists actually espouse it. By picking and choosing certain parts and 
tenets and neglecting others, one might establish a position acceptable to all 
parties. But one accomplishes this feat only by equivocations and by suppressing 
differences that ought to be examined. Again, my objection is not to the ‘picking 
and choosing’ per se. We all develop our positions by relying on bits and pieces of 
various traditions. The question is one of justifying these choices by providing a 
perspective that is coherent rather than merely acceptable to ‘the profession’. 
 This brings us back to the dilemma of the apparent incompatibility of two 
standards for knowledge—truth and consensus—and the strategies by which we 
mediate these tensions. The most obvious strategy is the attempt of making 
consensus dependent upon truth, based on the hope that either logic or reality, if 
properly questioned, will adjudicate. But most problems cannot be solved that way 
because they belong to the category of ‘undecidable’ questions. Thus, neither the 
logical tool of the ‘excluded middle’ (bivalence principle), nor the test against 
reality are applicable. The second strategy is to assert that truth is a function of 
consensus in a scientific community sharing criteria of what represents ‘good 
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science’. Results are considered ‘true’ as they emerge from particular procedures 
and practices. Truth is then not only contingent on some theoretical framework and 
some taken-for-granted or background knowledge (measurement), but is also 
derived from argumentative procedures. The arguments among the practitioners 
centre on the importance or meaning of tests, on the justifications for calling 
something an anomaly (rather than a refutation), an error (rather than a 
‘discovery’), and so forth. In other words, reaching the final decisions is based on 
some legitimate procedure that allocates burdens of proof.  
 Interestingly, such a perspective dethrones science as a paradigm of knowledge 
since it undermines foundational claims of the scientific method to show things as 
they really are. Instead, the choice between finality and legitimacy of a decision 
arises. Given the fact that these two criteria often point to into different directions, 
it is more appropriate to use the analogy of a court and its formal procedures to 
‘establish’ the truth, rather than making the notion of truth a function of 
representing reality. The fact that scientists have even asked for such a ‘court’, and 
that many scientific associations and enterprises increasingly use quasi-judicial 
procedures,48 suggests a deep-seated change in both the practice of science and in 
the public’s acceptance of scientific statements as self-justifying instruments of 
‘truth’.49 Wendt’s attempt to found not only a social theory, but the (generic) 
‘social theory’ seems, therefore, somehow old-fashioned, hardly compatible with 
his own constructivist perspective, and curiously out of sync with some of the most 
important developments in ‘science’.  
 Since much depends on the assessment of ‘scientific realism’, its further 
examination is in order. The first thing to notice is that despite Wendt’s claim, the 
term scientific realism applies to people with rather disparate epistemological 
orientations; it seems rather difficult to fathom what Bashkar’s ‘realism’ has in 
common with David Lewis’ realism. In the title of one of his books, Lewis 
challenges the normal conception of ‘reality’ by arguing for the ‘plurality of 
worlds’,50 and Rom Harre suggests that there is a variety of realisms.51 Thus, there 
is considerably more debate and controversy among these philosophers of science 
than the rather unified position Wendt invokes when grounding his social theory in 
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this school. But be this as it may, scientific realists according to Wendt share 
certain commitments, such as the following: 

1. the world is independent of the mind and language of individual observers; 
2. mature scientific theories typically refer to this world, 
3. even when it is not directly observable 

 I am not sure whether this rather general characterisation is apt for Wendt’s 
purposes. That there are ‘unobservables’ in every theory is hardly controversial, 
strict empiricists excepted. Such a view is shared by pragmatists, postmodernists 
(whatever that means), constructivists, and logical positivists alike. Instead, the 
controversies centre on the meaning of the two other statements. Here again, hardly 
anyone—even among the most ardent constructivists or pragmatists—doubts that 
the ‘world’ exists ‘independent’ from our minds. The question is rather whether we 
can recognise it in a pure and direct fashion, i.e., without any ‘description’, or 
whether what we recognise is always already organised and formed by certain 
categorical and theoretical elements. Thus, Kant’s ‘thing in itself’ is ‘there’, but it 
is unrecognisable and as such uninteresting until and unless it is brought under 
some description. Consequently, there remain two problems that need further 
clarification: first, whether this ‘naming’ is indeed a function of the congruence of 
our concepts and the ‘things’, as this provides the yardstick for ‘truth’; or second, 
whether ‘truth’ is a matter of the conditions governing the justifiability of 
assertions rather than a matter of the ‘world’. 
 Most ‘realists’ not only believe in natural kinds and some essence that ‘correctly’ 
names the things in the world, but they also must hold some form of ‘iconic’ theory 
of truth. As the latter has come increasingly under attack, Wendt explicitly states 
that his ‘theory’ does not imply such a foundational stance (since theories are 
always tested against other theories and not against ‘the world’).52 However, I 
cannot see how such an argument can be squared with his emphasis on ‘essences’ 
and natural kinds. Even more astonishing is Wendt’s argument ‘that “truth”, does 
not do any interesting work’ in the realist philosophy of science. While 
pragmatists, who rely on usefulness rather than truth, can espouse such a position, 
this stance is incoherent for a scientific realist.53 As Wendt himself argues 
elsewhere, ‘science is successful because it gradually brings our theoretical 
understanding into conformity with the deep structure of the world out there’.54  
 Thus, the suspicion mounts that several incompatible things are being bolted 
together. There is first of all the problem that too much is made out of the ‘miracle’ 
theory of science which allegedly justifies scientific realism. While the success of 
science is no problem, the inference that it is due to its ‘correct’ apprehension of 
reality is a diffuculty. After all, a theory can be successful without necessarily 
referring to something real. Thus, contrary to the conception of a Popperian ‘Third 
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World’, where all these true entities are housed, one might wonder where all these 
entities like atoms, phlogistons, even elements like fire—about which even Kant 
was still writing a dissertation—have gone. 
 Furthermore, how do we know that we have got nearer to the truth instead of 
only substituting one theoretical concept with some other? The new concept allows 
us to ask interesting questions but they might lead us again down a blind alley, 
while a former allegedly refuted truth might suddenly provide some new starting 
point. As the history of science has shown these are not imaginary examples.55 
Instead, they correct the view that ‘science’ can be described as a simple process of 
monological demonstration in which, by conjectures and refutations, a self-
correcting process of progress commences. Although Wendt does not base his 
account on Popper and his followers, he still shares much of their ‘plot’ and 
‘rational reconstruction’ of the history of science. Without wishing to enter the 
discussion about Popper’s intellectual development, it is important to realise that 
he increasingly moved away from his original monological understanding of 
science by stressing the importance of exchanges among scientists. This 
adjustment was important since it united Popper’s philosophy of science with his 
political theory. 
 As Popper suggested: ‘Rational discussion is central to the open society and to 
science. In both, the purpose of rational discussion is to criticise and refute’.56 This 
argument shows the constitutive character of debate and criticism for scientific 
knowledge and thus dethrones ‘demonstration’ and purely logical criteria from 
their position as guarantors of truth. As Popper proposes, unanimity—the goal of 
logical demonstration—is not ‘fruitful’ and might actually be the death of science. 
This idea is most explicit in his last book, The Myth of the Framework.57 There 
Popper not only tried to show that there is virtue in disagreements, and that fruitful 
communication among scientists is not dependent upon a shared framework, a late 
answer to Kuhn’s notion of incommensurable paradigms. Rather scientific inquiry 
is based on the respect of certain ethical principles that govern arguments and the 
allocation of burdens of proofs in the debates.  
 Regardless of whether one is persuaded by Popper’s strategy, it certainly was 
one of the most discussed epistemological issues during the past two decades. Even 
realists like Bashkar have emphasised the importance of this ‘social’ component of 
knowledge. This component is not some part of a sociology of knowledge that can 
be neglected in a rational reconstruction of science.58 It is rather intrinsic to 
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and discriminating in its thought, constitutes a significant step in our understanding of science’ in his A 
Realist Theory of Science (Leeds: Leeds Books, 1975), 9. Similarly: ‘What the orthodox tradition omits 
from its account of science is the nature of scientific activity as work; or when, as in transcendental 
idealism, it does recognise it, it considers it only as intellectual and not as practical labour. Accordingly, 
it cannot see knowledge, or at least the achievement of a closure as a transient social product’. See The 
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‘science’ as a practice, even if it does not fit some problematic rational 
reconstruction of scientific progress. The virtual omission of this entire dimension 
of scientific activity and of two decades of epistemological debate by Wendt, his 
implicit embrace of the ‘monological’ ideal buttressed by the bivalence principle of 
logic (either the world is so, or not so), is all the more surprising as this neglect 
centrally touches upon important issues of theory-building. As the scientific realist 
Rom Harre has pointed out, realism has to answer to the criticisms made during the 
last few decades,59 and can be reconstructed only in a more modest form that is 
close to scientific practice and avoids previous fatal errors.60  

The account of science to be set out...is based on the thought that science is 
not a logically coherent body of knowledge in the strict, unforgiving sense of 
the philosophers’ high definition, but a cluster of material and cognitive 
practices, carried on within a distinctive moral order, whose main 
characteristic is the trust that obtains among its members and should obtain 
between that community and the larger lay community with which it is 
interdependent...The idea of a philosophical study of the moral order that 
obtains in the scientific community is not new. But the significance of 
admitting it to the centre of our interest has rarely been acknowledged. I hope 
to show that science has a special status, not because it is a sure way of 
producing truths and avoiding falsehood, but it is a communal practice of a 
community with a remarkable and rigid morality.61 

 Given this perspective, Wendt’s Theory looks curiously old-fashioned. Although 
he repeatedly emphasises that science is not logic and that real ‘causal 
mechanisms’ rather than logical implications have to be investigated, he misses 
entirely the larger point addressed by Popper and Harre.  
 One can only guess why Wendt, who is certainly familiar with this literature, has 
chosen to pass over this problem. One reason could be that the audience he tries to 
persuade to embrace his position as the new middle-ground is deeply committed to 
the notion that logical closure and deductive rigor are the characteristics of good 

                                                                                                                                      
Possibility of Naturalism: A Philosophical Critique of the Contemporary Human Sciences (Brighton: 
Harvester Press, 1979), 19. 

59. ‘Many realists have based their defences of scientific realism on the doctrine (one might almost 
say, the dogma) of bivalence, the principle that most theoretical statements of a scientific discourse are 
true or false by virtue of the way the world is...Other realists have persisted with the idea that the 
essence of scientific discourses and material practices, such as experimentation, is some abstract logical 
framework. Sceptics had little difficulty in demonstrating that no real scientific research program could 
come anywhere near realising the bivalence principle in practice, nor have they had much trouble in 
showing that real scientific thinking could make little use of logical schemata if its cognitive and 
material practices were made explicit. It looks as if the work of a scientific community can be rational 
only at the cost of being impossible, while, on the other hand, the extreme sceptical reaction offers 
nothing but a caricature of what we know the scientific achievement to have been’. Harre, Varieties of 
Realism, 3. 

60. Ibid., 5. 
61. Ibid., 6. 
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science. After a prolonged period of mindless empiricism, the recent insistence of 
some stringency in the argumentation seems like an important corrective. 
Unfortunately, the stridency with which this new ideal is advocated and the 
questionable nature of the claims involved suggest that it is not ‘science’, but 
success in terms of power within the ‘profession’ that is the motive for such a 
dogmatic attitude.  
 As Wendt is patient with the neorealists of yesteryear by engaging them on the 
level of the Waltzian orthodoxy—even if it is confusing and does perhaps more 
harm than good for getting his own message out straight—so does he also patiently 
accept the current predilections of ‘rigor’ (rational choice), of ‘empirical testing’ 
(empiricism), and truth (which unites all, because who could be against truth?). 
While these conceptions and their combination are ambiguous, they fit quite well 
with mainstream social science even though this agglomeration is based on a 
concept of science that most ‘scientific realists’ have long abandoned.  

The Failed Marriage: Scientific Realism Meets Constructivism 

Now there remains the question of whether and to what extent ‘realism’ and 
constructivism are compatible. This involves not only the status of ideas as 
opposed to natural forces—a problem that I think Wendt solves quite nicely—but 
also the problem of the status of ‘social kinds’ and of ‘essences’, as adumbrated 
above. Even if we do not consider ‘essences’ to consist in a single feature or 
property that differentiates an object from all others, there is the assumption that 
objects have to fall under one description which is fitting or correct, as opposed to 
(all?) others.62 Thus, Wendt somewhat ironically contrasts his essentialist account 
with those of some post-modernists, who suggest that even observable entities such 
as ‘dogs and cats do not exist independent of discourse’.63 Elaborating on a ‘dog’ 
Wendt argues that: ‘Human descriptions and/or social relationships to other natural 
kinds have nothing to do with what makes dogs dogs’.64 This seems clear enough 
and well in tune with our common-sense understandings. However, a moment’s 
reflection shows that the matter is a bit more complicated. 
 The first thing we notice is that defining man’s essence in terms of some 
biological properties commits a category-mistake of the first order. The fact of a 
certain genetic endowment clearly locates humanity within the ‘animal kingdom’ 
and shows us that some of the human capacities, such as speech, or reflexivity, are 
related to biological features such as a movable tongue or a well-developed cortex. 
But these facts do not entitle us to assume that such an essentialist description is 
particularly helpful for answering our questions concerning humankind’s social life 
and for investigating the symbolic structures upon which social orders are based. 
Thus, humanity’s essence is not a question about some unique feature only, but is 

                                                           
62. See, for example, the attempt to proceed with such a definition of ‘essence’ in Andrew Sayer, 

‘Essentialism, Social Constructionism and Beyond’, Sociological Review 45, no. 3 (1997): 453-87. 
63. Wendt, Social Theory, 49. 
64. Ibid., 73. 
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crucially related to the questions we are interested in asking. Focusing on some 
unique feature might not be helpful at all. For instance, it is certainly true that 
‘man’ is the only featherless biped, but this characterisation is neither very useful 
for biology nor for the analysis of social order. To that extent, it is correct that we 
have to be interested in the ‘generative’ aspect of ‘essential’ characterisations 
rather than on some unique feature. Nevertheless, essentialism must hold that there 
is one and only one ‘true’ description of a thing. 
 This leads us to a second difficulty with Wendt’s argument. His insistence that 
the existence of things is not only independent of our descriptions, but that our 
descriptions of the things are independent from particular frames of reference. That 
the second argument does not follow from the first should be clear, especially to 
constructivists. Contrary to Wendt, and without necessarily embracing the 
postmodern position, the problem constructivism raises in a big way is not the one 
of existence but of recognising what the existing thing is. In other words, we 
cannot talk about ‘things in themselves’, but need descriptions; these descriptions 
are not neutral and somehow objective but embrace all types of social practices and 
interests that then make the things into what they are called or referred to. Thus, 
while ‘dog’ might be a name for an animal, it is not a description which is 
appropriate under all circumstances. Part of what defines a ‘dog’ for us is not only 
its zoological characteristics, but a socially significant property such as ‘tameness’, 
which brings a dog under the description of ‘pet’. When we encounter an animal 
that lacks this property we are entirely justified in calling it something different, 
such as ‘dingo’, even if its genetic code is the same as that of a dog! 
 Similarly, it is difficult to say what a fork or a broom ‘is’ unless we understand 
the uses and the roles of these instrument in our practices. Why do we a perceive a 
‘broom’ in the corner, and not some elongated piece of wood with some bristles on 
top, held together by a wire, and how do I decide which of these properties or 
materials is its ‘essence’? Similarly, would a ‘fork’ be a fork if we did not use it for 
holding food but rather think it is an instrument for gouging one another’s eyes, as 
some knights in the play by Thomas Becket apparently thought when this new-
fangled instrument was introduced? The object itself certainly cannot tell us! 
 In short, what is at issue is not the existence of the ‘thing in itself’ but its 
recognition as ‘something’ which can only be established by bringing it under a 
description. Thus, a table is different depending on whether I bring it under the 
description of a physicist, a chemist, or avail myself of the common-sense 
language in referring to it. It is, therefore, pretty useless to argue in the abstract 
(i.e., without specifying the interests and purposes) which of these descriptions is 
the ‘true’ one, as it should be clear that ‘truth’ is not a function of the ‘things’, or of 
the ‘world’, but of assertions that are made within certain frames and descriptions. 
Short of taking a position of extreme reductionism, i.e., that all descriptions and 
frames can be reduced without loss to one description—the favourite game of 
‘materialists’ who want to hit ‘rock bottom’ somewhere, as well as of Platonists 
who claim for themselves God’s view of the world—the talk about ‘essences’ 
seems pretty sterile. Wendt himself is right when he resists this turn in his 
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discussion of ‘rump materialism’.65 But his argument makes it then all the more 
unintelligible, why he hangs on to some of its red herrings. Whatever merits 
different versions of essentialism have, be they material or ideational, it is certainly 
no accident that the growth of science occurred only after we had given up on the 
idea that the world could either speak for itself, or that it can be comprehended 
from a Platonic perspective. 
 Similarly, if social systems are not simply ‘there’ but arise as the result of 
construction, then one of the interesting questions is that of the boundaries of such 
systems: how they are drawn and how they mediate between the environment and 
the system. Thus, Luhmann’s systems theory has fruitfully taken an analytical 
stance that analyses the operations by which a system draws its boundaries and 
reproduces itself, instead of focusing on the elements of the system.66 Even if one 
does not share Luhmann’s decentred approach, the problem of boundaries and their 
maintenance is an important issue that can not be aborted by some ontological 
fiat.67 Thus, it is more than disappointing that such questions are practically ruled 
out by Wendt’s insistence on the ontological priority of the state.68 He also cuts 
himself off from the analysis of the shifting boundaries of the political, as 
exemplified by the debates in political economy.69 He thereby excludes the 
possibility of engaging with crucial issues of inclusion and exclusion that animate 
the discussion of citizenship and the state’s capacity to act, and from the analysis 
of secular changes by which systems and actors get reconstituted, as Rodney Hall 
has so nicely shown.70 To deal with such interesting and important questions by 
definitional exercises or apodictic statements (e.g., a system is..., the state is 
ontologically prior to the system, etc.) is to dismiss them and to needlessly impair 
the heuristic power of a systemic theory of international politics, particularly when 
the dismissal is based on a mistaken analogy.71  
 Finally, there seem to be different conceptions of ‘system’ at work in Wendt’s 
book. On the one hand, there is the residual Waltzian notion of a system as a sum 
                                                           

65. Ibid., chap. 3. 
66. See Luhmann, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft. 
67. For an interesting treatment of boundaries and their role in social systems and international 

politics, see Matthias Albert, David Jacobson, and Yosef Lapid, eds., Identities, Borders, Orders: New 
Directions in International Relations Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
forthcoming). 

68. See, for example, the claims to this effect in Social Theory, 198, 240.  
69. See, for instance, Philip Cerny, ‘Globalization and Collective Action’, International Organization 

49, no. 4 (1995): 595-626 and Richard Stubbs and Geoffrey Underhill, eds., Political Economy and the 
Changing Global Order (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994).  

70. Rodney Bruce Hall, National Collective Identity and International Systems (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999). 

71. See Wendt’s claim ‘states are ontologically prior to the state system. The state is presocial to other 
states in the same way that the human body is presocial’ in Social Theory, 198. First, the question is not 
whether one or the other state is ‘prior’ but what the relationship between systems and states is. Second, 
there is the question whether the state, which is not a natural kind, can be likened to a ‘body’ and thus 
whether the priority claim makes any sense, and third, whether such a biological priority tells us 
anything interesting about the specific social character of man (aside from his extreme dependence in 
infancy and thus the need for particular care in early developmental phases).  
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of states positioned vis-à-vis each other. In other words, Wendt retains a 
conception of system (even if enriched by interaction) that comes close to a natural 
system. In chapter four, though, the concept shifts, as the system is now understood 
as a combination of material factors, ideas, and interests (vide the discussion of 
‘rump materialism’). Finally, in chapter six we arrive at the virtual conflation of 
‘system’ with culture. But as Jens Steffek has asked, can one define a social 
structure simply by ‘culture’? Usually, when we talk about structures we do 
distinguish them from the more encompassing notion of ‘culture’ (that might house 
or be compatible with several structures).72  

Moralité, or What Can Be Learned from it  

If we cannot rely on a firm foundation, then we seem to question the existence of 
‘truth’, along with ‘science’ as a method of arriving at it. This raises the problem of 
relativism and often engenders the charge of nihilism. While a more critical perusal 
of my argument indicates the unjustifiability of such an inference (as only a 
dogmatic epistemology and conception of science is called into question) there is 
clearly some uneasiness in dispensing with notions of secure foundations. 
Admitting that forgoing such foundational claims might be painful, the more 
interesting question is what can be done given our predicament.  
 As I tried to show there are various attempts to ‘fox’ these issues, such as 
recognising the force of the sceptics’ criticisms while holding on to the notion of a 
truth which we approach, but never reach. Similarly, we might claim to dispense 
with foundationalism while keeping the ‘realist’ vocabulary and conceptual 
framework intact. All these gambits are problematic responses to the crisis. As a 
first step it may be useful to offer some middle position, counteracting both the 
fears of hopelessness (nihilism) and of arrogance that comes from the alleged 
possession of ‘truth’. As a second step, however, it is necessary to critically reflect 
on such a middle position and perhaps embark on a different strategy, especially 
when it becomes clear that the ‘middle’ course has no particular virtues but many 
of the disadvantages of the positions it tries to mediate. 
 I believe that turning away from foundational notions, such as the bivalence or 
the rationality principles, and interpreting the question of decidability as one of a 
fair procedure provides a more honest approach. Here, some ethical principles 
rather than demonstration and deduction are critical. Basically, this amounts to the 
recognition that finality and legitimacy of a judgement coincide only in logic. 
These criteria point to different directions not only in practical matters, but also in 
science. The problem of fairly allocating the burdens of proof is therefore not as 
simple as Lakatos suggested, who distinguished between naïve and sophisticated 
falsificationism and progressive and degenerative problem shifts.73 Nevertheless, 
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ethical reflections provide scientists in such situations with some standards. As 
Paul Diesing, when summarising the debate about ‘research programs’, points out: 

there is no rule that says that scientists ought to abandon a degenerating 
research program and shift to a progressive one. Two or three rival programs 
may develop side by side for a long time, each striving to produce the novel 
facts that mark it as progressive and their fortunes might fluctuate several 
times. The only rule Lakatos suggests that each program should keep an 
honest score.74 

 In this context, Wendt’s rather apodictic statement that scientific study depends 
on ‘publicly available evidence and some possibility of falsification’, is trivial.75 It 
does not address issues of judgement, of the criteria that govern the weighing of 
the evidence, or of the discharge of one’s responsibility for either sticking to one’s 
(possibly refuted) theory or of abandoning it. The core controversy is usually not 
about evidence at all, as Jervis correctly points out, but rather about assigning 
strategic burdens of proof.76 It is the ‘default position’ that usually invites 
controversies of a quite different and serious kind than problems of evidence or of 
the formal adequacy of some model or theory.77 The emphasis on ethics points 
precisely to these difficulties. It brings to the fore the silent presuppositions, invites 
us to critically reflect upon them, and establishes the importance of practical reason 
and judgement (not only of deduction and theoretical reason). These considerations 
also provide the strongest possible rationale for pluralism, not as the ‘second best’, 
but as the most promising strategy for advancing our knowledge.  
 Nevertheless, ultimately the loss of foundations is unsettling precisely because 
foundations promise (however falsely) some security. In this way, we keep our 
bearing and are assured that our questions will somehow come to a rest. One way 
of dealing with the loss of the ‘metaphysical comfort’ is to inquire into the reasons 
why we felt such comfort in the first place, why certain metaphors such as that of a 
chain, of a circle, or of a fundament provided such persuasive power, despite the 
realisation that the hopes built upon them will be disappointed.  
 Consider in this context the notion of coming nearer to truth while never quite 
arriving there. Here, the idea of successive polygons used for determining the 
content of a circle gives some plausibility to this stance. The problem is, however, 
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that in the case of the circle we do have the perimeter given, while the entire 
problem of scientific knowledge is that there is no way in which we can know its 
limits. Progress in the latter case consists in being able to ask questions which were 
not even thinkable before, even while there is no perimeter from which we could 
determine whether we have come closer to truth. In this respect, the notion of 
knowledge as a procedure analogous to exhausting the interior of the circle does no 
longer make much sense. 
 Furthermore, the metaphor of the circle seems to be a double-edged sword. 
When we focus on the perimeter instead of the interior, the fear rises that we might 
get caught in a circle that turns ‘vicious’. Consequently, recursivity becomes 
suspect and the generative capacity of the circle metaphor has to give way to that 
of a chain, or that of a foundation. Both the chain metaphor and the ‘ground’ 
metaphor suggest an absolute ‘beginning’ or (end) as Aristotle shrewdly 
observes.78 Both rely on rudimentary spatial experiences for their suggestive 
power. The ‘ground metaphor’ implies that our knowledge is structured like a 
building, in which the upper echelons receive support from lower ones. To that 
extent, the image of ‘justified belief’ (or warranted knowledge) resembles the 
figure of a pyramid below:  
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Figure l79 

                                                           
78. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1095b31; actually after Aristotle has discussed his famous chain of 

goals and has arrived at the notion of a supreme good for which everything else is being done he then 
distinguishes the procedure as to inquiring into the nature of this good either by proceeding from the 
facts to the good or from the good to the facts, like runners ‘run either from the judges stand to the far 
end or in the reverse direction’. 

79. For a further discussion of the problems of such a ‘foundationalist’ account, see Susan Haack, 
Evidence and Inquiry: Towards Reconstruction in Epistemology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 24. 
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 At some point, we have to assume some basic beliefs that are not justified by 
further beliefs but some immediate perceptions. Unfortunately, this problem led to 
the downfall of strict empiricism. Besides, without changing the architectural 
metaphor, we realise that not all beliefs need independent support. As the image of 
an ‘arch’ suggests, it is the ‘mutual support’ of the parts that can carry great 
weight. While this example shows that independence of beliefs is too demanding a 
criterion, it is the ‘solid ground’ or rock bottom, as experienced by gravity, that 
gives this metaphor its generative power. When with the change in the view of the 
world as a disc, such notions as ‘above’ and ‘below’ lost their naïve ontological 
status, the answer to the new insecurities and conceptual puzzlements was the 
construal of an absolute point of view. In this ‘view from nowhere’, space became 
a system of co-ordinates within which everything could be located. 
 The metaphor of the ‘chain’, on the other hand, supports our naïve version of 
scientific progress as a sequence of discoveries of cause and effect that is 
somewhere anchored in reality. This image is also well in accordance with some 
textbook version of the ‘path’ of science. But as the physicist John Ziman pointed 
out, this metaphor is seriously misleading as an account of scientific progress:  

This point is of the greatest importance, since it explains so much of the 
strange sense of unreality that scientists feel when they read books on the 
philosophy of science. It is abundantly obvious that the overall structure of 
scientific knowledge is of many, many dimensions...The initial path to a new 
discovery may be apparently one-dimensional with no more reliable authority 
than a simple causal chain. But the strategy of research is to seek alternative 
routes, from other starting-points, to the same spot until the discovery has been 
incorporated unequivocally into the scientific map.80 

The interesting point of these observations is not only that a new metaphor is 
proposed, but also the realisation that by choosing the metaphor of a ‘map’ rather 
than that of a circle, or that of a pyramid, the fears engendered by the previous 
metaphor vanish. In addition, former fears are actually turned into strengths, 
mutual support is no longer seen as vicious, but as proof of superiority! 
 But even the map might not be the most fruitful metaphor. After all, it 
presupposes a ‘land’, pre-given and virtually unchanging, that has to be discovered 
and mapped. It is, therefore, still beholden to the notion of representation. But if in 
at least some part of science the aim is not the discovery of something ‘pre-
existing’ as, for example, some experiments in high-energy physics suggest, but an 
endeavour in which ‘the process to be observed has never occurred before in the 
history of the Universe: God himself is waiting to see what will happen!’,81 then 
notions of representational accuracy quickly lose their usefulness. Similarly, when 
we accept the thought that we cannot get in between the ‘things’ and our 
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description of them, but that in true constructivist fashion, their ‘ontology’ depends 
on the purposes and practices embedded in our concepts, then we no longer need to 
hold on to the ‘thing in itself’ as an anchor. We are finally free to address the 
question of how to go about our inquiries.  
 Perhaps the metaphor of a game of Scrabble provides then a better image. We 
begin with a concept that makes certain combinations possible. In criss-crossing 
we can ‘go on’, and our additions are justified by the mutual support with other 
words and concepts. Sometimes, we cannot proceed as our attempts of continuing 
get stymied. Then we begin somewhere else, and might, by circuitous routes, reach 
again some known terrain. Potentially there are innumerable moves, and no two 
games are identical since moves at different times will have different 
consequences. On the other hand, no move of them is free in the sense that 
‘anything goes’. But none could have been predicted by the ‘view from nowhere’. 
Without making too much of this metaphor, because like all metaphors it 
eventually breaks down, I think it captures our predicament in generating 
knowledge and of the constructivist challenge.82 To that extent, no new middle-
ground, no new orthodoxy is needed. 
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